
Learning from ‘Fringe Catholics’
In the autumn we produced a questionnaire for lapsed Catholics. The purpose  was to try to see if 
there were particular reasons why Catholics drift away from the Church, and to try to see just how 
‘lapsed’ they were. Were there any areas where they still kept up Catholic practices? The big 
problem we had was figuring out how best to reach lapsed Catholics and persuade them to fill in the 
questionnaire. So we are very grateful to parishioners who took the questionnaires and gave them to 
members of their families or to friends who no longer practice their faith. And of course our thanks 
go to those who filled in the questionnaires. We are immensely grateful to them for their co-
operation and for their honest answers. Some respondents added further comments on the reverse of 
the questionnaire. There is not enough space to include them here but again we record our thanks to 
them.
	 In total forty-seven questionnaires were returned to us. That might not seem a large number 
but when you consider the nature of the questionnaire and those it was aimed at, we were pleased 
with the level of response.
	 What follows are the results of the questionnaire with some comments about their possible 
significance. Note: Not all respondents answered all questions. The questions are in bold type.
If you were asked your religion what would you say? 
	 Catholic 29. 
	 Lapsed Catholic 9. 
	 Other Christian denomination 1. 
	 No religion 2. 
	 Atheist/agnostic 6. 
It’s interesting that 62% would identify themselves as Catholic even though they no longer come to 
church.
When did the Church become less relevant to you? 
	 When I left school 19. 
	 When I left home 5. 
	 When I got married 3. 
	 Other 19. 
This was not unexpected. We know that many walk away from the Church in their teen years. 
Which of the following comes closest to your reason for no longer being involved in the 
Church? (Note: Some respondents ticked more than one option.)
	 It has no relevance to my life 6. 
	 I no longer believe its teachings 11. 
	 I disagree with its stance on various moral issues 5. 
	 The scandal of sexually abusive priests 6. 
	 I find the Mass boring and irrelevant 6. 
	 I have too many other commitments 10. 
	 No special reason, I just stopped going 15. 
Bearing in mind that some respondents ticked more than one option it’s perhaps significant that the 
largest number drifted away from the Church for no particular reason. 
What is the biggest obstacle to your reconnecting with the Church?
	 I am divorced and remarried, I might not feel welcome 0. 
	 I am in a gay relationship 0. 
	 I am living with my partner and we’re not married 0. 
	 I’d be reluctant to go to confession 7. 
	 Other 36. 
Clearly this question was not framed very well. If there are other obstacles to people reconnecting 
with the Church we wonder what they might be.



What is your present attitude to the Church? 
	 Friendly 29. 
	 Indifferent 16. 
	 Hostile 1 
This chimed in with the results of the next question.
Would you ever contemplate re-engaging with the Church? 
	 Yes, definitely 10. 
	  I might at some stage 27. 
	 No, never 7. 
The results of these two questions are quite encouraging. 62% have a friendly attitude to the Church 
and 79% would be open to re-engaging with the Church at some stage.
	 The next two questions were aimed at parents. Thirty-five of the respondents were parents. 
These are the relevant questions.
If you are a parent, have your children been baptised?
	 Yes 32. 
	 No 3.
Do they go to a Catholic school?
	 Yes 20. 
	 No 15.
Clearly a large majority of  respondent parents arranged to have their children baptised even though 
they’re not longer active members of the Church themselves. Some people might say, ‘Well they 
only do that to get their kids into a Catholic school’. But the number who actually go to a Catholic 
school doesn’t seem to back that up. It might be the motive of some parents, but certainly not all.
	 The next six questions were about Catholic practices to see to what extent the lapsed still 
observe them.
Do you ever go to Mass on Sundays?
	 Frequently 4. 
	 Occasionally 10. 
	 Seldom 9. 
	 Never 24.
Do you go to Mass at Christmas?
	 Yes always 14. 
	 Sometimes 15. 
	 Never 19.
Do you go to Mass at Easter?
	 Yes always 9. 
	 Sometimes 12. 
	 Never 25.
Do you go to church to receive ashes on Ash Wednesday?
	 Yes always 4. 
	 Sometimes 5. 
	 Never 37.
Do you go to church on Good Friday?
	 Yes always 2. 
	 Sometimes 8. 
	 Never 37.
Do you ever give something up for Lent?
	 Yes, every year 8. 
	 Sometimes 18. 
	 Never 19.
On these questions it might be more revealing to look at the percentage of those who answered 
‘never’ in each case. With regard to Sunday Mass 51% say they never go. And this is almost the 



same for Easter Sunday. But when it comes to attending Mass at Christmas and giving something 
up for Lent the percentage who answered ‘never’ falls to 40% in each case. Those who never go on 
Ash Wednesday and Good Friday is 78%.)
Do you believe in life after death?
	 Yes 18. 
	 No 9. 
	 Not sure 20
Do you ever pray?
	 Frequently 11. 
	 Occasionally 16. 
	 Seldom 9. 
	 Never 11.
Of course you don’t have to be a Catholic to pray. But it’s encouraging that 23% of respondents say 
they pray frequently.
If you or a member of your family was close to death would you want to send for a priest?
	 Yes 33. 
	 No 7. 
	 Not sure 7.
The answers to the final question are interesting. 70% would send for a priest in the event of 
someone being close to death. Perhaps this is an indication that in spite of being lapsed a large 
number consider some central Catholic practices as still important to them.
	 As we analysed the responses we realised that there were several deficiencies in the 
questionnaire. We failed to ask the gender or the age of respondents. So we don’t know how many 
respondents were men and how many women. Nor do we know their ages. Both these details would 
have provided useful information when analysing the responses. We also felt we should have 
included a question about the role of women in the Church. 
	 While the questionnaire could have been more comprehensive we feel it has given us some 
useful information. Overall it suggests that ‘lapsed’ Catholics are not necessarily as ‘lapsed’ as they, 
or we, think they are. Downright hostility to the Church was almost entirely absent. The attitude to 
the Church of the majority is friendly, and a large majority are open to re-engaging with the Church. 
The question for us is, ‘How can we encourage that?’ Are there ways we could realistically reach 
out to them? And even more important, how do we present the faith and practice the faith in such a 
way that people do not drift away in the first place?
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